This paper reflects on the values and practices of a revolutionary UK A level (senior secondary) course that achieved a high degree of validity and reliability in assessing the study of English literature. John Hodgson and Bill Greenwell were involved in its teaching and assessment from an early stage, and Greenwell's comments on an early draft of the paper have been incorporated. The practice of literary response enshrined in the course was based on a striking application of "personal response" to literature, gave students opportunities to show capability in studying and writing a range of literary styles and genres, provided little motive or opportunity for student malpractice, and engaged teachers regionally and nationally in a developed professional community of practice.
Introduction
In 1993, a UK governmental edict drastically reduced the proportion of coursework assessment allowed in most national examinations. It was widely supposed at the time that the primary object in ministers' sights was the Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (AQA) A level English Litera-in 1986.) However, despite -or possibly because of -a developed system of coursework moderation overseen by the assessment body, the course was regarded as beyond governmental control, and by 2000 (the Curriculum 2000 reform) it had been truncated without consultation and almost beyond recognition.
To reflect at this point in history on the values and practices of a past A level English Literature course may appear a nostalgic indulgence at a time when we need a new vision of literary study to counteract retrogressive curricula and assessment practices. Yet the course stays in the memory of many English teachers, including the authors of this paper, as a touchstone of quality as well as of innovation in English curriculum and assessment. This paper will argue that the course achieved a high degree of both validity and reliability in assessing the study of English literature.
This claim depends on two supporting arguments. The first is that the practice of literary response enshrined in the course was based on a novel and striking application of a concept of "personal response" that had its origins in the development of English as an academic subject in the early years of the 20th century. The second is that the design and structure of the course and its assessment arrangements (which involved local moderators employed by the assessment organisation) gave students opportunities to show capability in studying and writing a range of literary styles and genres, provided little motive or opportunity for student malpractice, and engaged teachers regionally and nationally in a developed professional community of practice.
The origins and originality of the course Syllabus 753 started in 1977, the first examination being held in 1979 (it was a two year course).
Its early development coincided with the opening years of Margaret Thatcher's premiership, when Keith Joseph was education secretary: A level English Literature flourished as a result of the deregulation of the UK assessment market. The course was called"alternative"(the word was even printed on the exam papers), but it wasn't the first to introduce alternative elements. From 1969, every board except the Northern Ireland Secondary Examinations Council had a clique of schools -mainly in the independent sector -that used alternatives (rarely advertised) to the main syllabus.
Typically these syllabuses replaced a given percentage of the terminal exam assessment -from 10% to 33% -with coursework. The rest was in common with the "traditional" syllabus. Syllabus This is the accepted version of The Work of the Course: validity and reliability in assessing English Literature, which has been pulished at http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/eie.12132/full p.3 753, on the other hand, was an integrated alternative to the other AEB offerings. According to Bill
Greenwell, whose tertiary college in Exeter was one of the first to adopt the syllabus, this was largely due to Peter Buckroyd, the chief examiner, who had a vision of the whole enterprise. Not only did 753 offer coursework (initially a third of the assessment); it also had two open book papers, one of them also containing practical criticism (the Shakespeare paper). Students were allowed to bring annotated texts in to the examination. These papers initially had a (notional) "reading time"
of 15 minutess (invigilators complained at this flexible extension of the conventional three hour examination). To start with, the novel could not be taken in, as there were fears that students would spend the whole examination time reading the novel… Greenwell's account of Buckroyd's genius is that he grasped that open book exams needed appropriate questions. Rather than offer candidates merely a conventional question (such as a quotation of critical provenance, with the instruction "discuss"), Buckroyd's tasks drew attention to a debatable feature of the work and asked clearly and plainly, with prompts, for appropriate answers.
Many questions directed candidates to particular pages of the text, and suggested discourse features that the candidate"might like to consider". The tasks required candidates to look at detail and to support everything they said by textual reference. The "unseen" too became an invitation to detailed, considered response. On one occasion, Buckroyd gave each student an edited Beckett piece in a large font, with half of page of prompts. In Greenwell's view, students did well in response to the prompts because Buckroyd legitimised their opinions. They were rewarded for what they knew, and for the textually supported feelings they expressed. This was a practical application of personal response, a feature of the study of English Literature that had been central to the subject since its inception.
Personal response
When "English" was established in Cambridge in the early years of the twentieth century as a literary study distinct from philology (Williams 1983), a central concept of the new subject was that it could be studied "practically", with direct attention to the words on the page. I.A. Richards (1929) called the subject discipline Practical Criticism. What counted, according to F.R. Leavis (1943) , was a felt, personal response -"a response is personal or it is nothing" -to the intricate patterning of the text. This textual study was not disconnected from wider social and cultural awareness.
The reading process was itself collaborative: Leavis frequently cited Eliot's description of literary
This is the accepted version of The Work of the Course: validity and reliability in assessing English Literature, which has been pulished at http: //onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/eie.12132/full p.4 criticism as "the common pursuit of true judgement", and argued that literary studies should "constantly lead outside themselves". Literature students, he claimed, should come to terms with "other fields of special study, other trained approaches, than the literary" (Leavis 1943) . The validity of the subject thus derived from the authenticity of the reader's response and from its application not only to literary culture but to social and cultural matters beyond education. Leavis had a strong interest in school education -Culture and Environment (1933), a text book for sixth formers (senior secondary students), was written with a schoolteacher colleague, Denys Thompson -and the disciples of Downing College who went forth to teach in both "independent" (fee-paying) and state schools had a considerable influence on English teaching, particularly in the years following the Second World War (Hilliard 2012) . However, when translated to school examination syllabuses, the close textual study of imaginative literature came to mean the exhaustive reading of a small number of unrelated works in the light of conventional critical interpretations. "Practical criticism" of "unseen" passages was often included in the course and the assessment, but it is doubtful that much attention was given to such wider cultural factors as author, readership, genre, or period.
Thus, when A level courses were introduced in 1951, the idea of "set books", inherited from the Higher School Certificate, became the defining practice of A level English Literature. A small selection from the canon of English Literature was studied in depth, and students were assessed by an end-of-course examination.
By 1966, according to John Dixon, this approach was condemned by delegates from both the UK and the US who attended the international Dartmouth conference in that year. Dixon (1967) argued that the experience of art should be "a thing of our making, an activity in which we are our own interpretive artist". This view that reading literature should itself be an act of personal response and creativity informed succeeding developments.
In the years following Dartmouth, moves gathered pace to reform the English curriculum to promote authenticity and purpose in students' reading, writing and speaking. Work in the London In- The second guarantor of validity was the coursework component, which was, in Tomlinson's (2004) terms, "the work of the course" rather than a single unit of work prepared for internal assessment.
Eight of the nine pieces of coursework were simply essays produced as part of on-going classroom interactions: their validity derived in part from their not being specially worked up for the assessment. Students would normally write more than the required number of essays and would choose the best for their folder. Each essay was worth just over 4% of the total marks for the course, and thus was not a high-stakes assessment. For this reason, and because of the teacher's knowledge of the student's characteristic work, plagiarism and cheating were rare. Moreover, as described above, the consortium system produced a developmental community of practice which ensured a high level of reliable, standardised assessment within and between centres.
Professional protest
Given the commitment and enthusiasm of the many teachers and students who were engaged in this course, its curtailment in 1993 prompted much professional protest. Several Cambridge UniThis is the accepted version of The Work of the Course: validity and reliability in assessing English Literature, which has been pulished at http: //onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/eie.12132/full p.11 versity Directors of Studies in English wrote (Cambridge 2003) to the Times Educational Supplement to say that students who had followed coursework A levels showed exceptional mastery of and skill at handling texts. The NATE Post-16 Committee wrote to Sir Ron Dearing, then Chair of the Secondary Education and Assessment Committee (SEAC), to argue the validity and reliability of the course. The committee argued that the recently published SEAC Assessment Objectives for English Literature were best achieved by means of coursework. The requirement that students should "respond with understanding to texts of different types and periods" implied the need for wide reading. Understanding "the ways in which writers' choices of form, structure and language express meaning" was best achieved by learning to write in authors' styles. "Knowledge of the contexts in which literary works are written and understood" could be achieved by the research possibilities of coursework. The capacities to "discuss their own and other readers' interpretations of texts" and to "produce informed, independent opinions and judgements" were nurtured by coursework, which involved teachers and students discussing together texts for study, and approaches to this study; it was the basis of the confident mastery of literature and ideas on which the Universities had commented so favourably. Finally, the committee argued, coursework prepares students for life by requiring independent work, for a specific readership, to be drafted, revised, and finished by an agreed date. Why should the learning of these skills be postponed to continuous assessment courses in HE?
Dearing's reply -that teachers could carry on doing these good things under the new dispensation -ignored the inevitable effect of assessment mode upon learning. Twenty-three years later, we can see the widespread deleterious effects of repeated attempts to gain validity and reliability by a retrogressive curriculum externally assessed. The issue here is not only the well-publicised incapacity of the assessment organisations to produce consistently reliable and acceptable results (see e.g. QCA 2002). More serious, in terms of the validity of student work, is the governmental imposition of a narrow curriculum tied to a system of teacher accountability that breeds inauthentic practices. John Dixon's "personal growth" is still the principle of English teaching that gains the allegiance of a majority of practitioners (Goodwyn 2012) , but the pressure on students and teachers to produce "results" ensures that the extrinsic value of a grade or mark matters more than the intrinsic value of authentic student creation and interpretation. The competitive, individualistic need to achieve a superior grade fuels a multiplicity of websites that will write university (and school) students' essays for them for a fee. Oxbridge Essays (2016), for example, "offer essays and essay plans, dissertations, presentations, coursework and model exam answers for students at every level of study". ity might mean in English curriculum and assessment. It gave us control over at least part of the course. It enabled us to choose texts for and with the students, and to encourage students' authentic responses in a variety of genres. It enabled us to learn from colleagues while jointly discussing and assessing our students' work. Most of all, it gave a sense of personal purpose, allowing the talent and creativity of both students and teachers to be authentically validated.
